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Preparing Students with Disabilities for College 

 
This is the first in a four-part series of 

Transition Best Practice Updates (January – April 2001) 
focusing on preparing students with disabilities for post-

secondary academic settings. 

Making the choice for a post-secondary education for students with 
disabilities can be a challenging task when the process first begins. There 
are a number of options for students to look at including two and four-
year public and private colleges and universities, technical colleges, trade 
schools and some non-degree programs. In addition, students must factor 
in the need for financial aid, degree programs offered, reason for 
attending college, location and access. The decision to start investigating 
colleges should begin during the junior year of high school when career 
exploration can be matched with both the high school program and 
programs offered at post-secondary institutions. Though this is an 
important avenue to follow, students must also consider their disability 
and learning styles, support services received in high school and the 
support services offered to students with disabilities at the colleges they 
are investigating. This publication, Transition Best Practice Updates, 
will focus on preparing students with disabilities for post secondary 
academic settings over the next four issues (January – April 2001) and 
concentrate on the following topics: 
 January 2001  Differences between High School and 
   College, Section 504 
 February 2001  Types of ND Post-Secondary Options and 
  Visiting the Campus 
 March 2001  Planning and Preparation 
 April 2001   Self-Advocacy & What to do When You 
     Get to College 
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The past decade has seen more students with disabilities graduate from high school to advance their 
studies at the college and university level. Preparing students who receive special education for 
college requires knowledge of the legal protections, self-advocacy, and implementation of the support 
services available from each campus. Successful transition to any post secondary setting begins in 
high school. There is a significant difference between high school and college in many ways as 
described below: 
 
 High School College 

Teacher Contact Teacher/student contact close 
and frequent (5 days/week). 

Instructor/student contact more 
difficult to arrange and less 
frequent (1-3 times/week). 

New Status Student establishes a personal 
status in academic and social 
activity based on family and 
community factors. 

Student is in a new situation 
where there is little carry over of 
either family or community 
reputation. 

Counseling Counseling by teachers or 
counselors is personalized. 
Guidance personnel more 
available. Parental contact is 
constant. 

Counseling must be sought by 
students and is less available. 
Parental contact much more 
difficult and limited if student is 
living away from home. 

Dependence Student told what to do in most 
situations. Follow up on 
instructions is often the rule. 

Student is on his own. Self-
discipline is required. 

Motivation Students get support and 
encouragement to achieve or 
participate from parents, 
teachers or counselors. 

Student must supply own 
motivation. 

Freedom Supervised by parents, teachers 
daily. 

Student has freedom and 
responsibility for actions. 

Distractions Partially controlled by school 
and home. 

Many distractions and 
opportunities for nonproductive 
activities. 

In addition to the differences described above for all students, there are further differences between 
high school and college for students with disabilities. While in high school, students receiving special 
education are protected by the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), the federal 
regulations enforced by the ND Department of Public Instruction, Office of Special Education. 
Services and goals are identified by an annual individualized education program (IEP) and a team of 
people with specific expertise. In college, there is no IEP; protections are provided by Section 504 of 
the Rehabilitation Act and the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), which is a civil rights 
protection, not an educational law. 
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In high school, educators identified students who had a disability and needed specialized instruction, 
services and supports. In college, any individual with a disability who wants academic 
accommodations must self disclose both the disability and the need for accommodations. In high 
school, both accommodations (extended test time, alternate environment) and modifications (less 
material, different curriculum) were available to students with disabilities. In college, only 
accommodations are available; academic modifications are not available. In summary, public high 
schools have the responsibility of educational benefit, while colleges and universities have the 
responsibility of educational access. 
 
Generally, in high school self-advocacy is a practice in progress; students display ranges from 
independence to reliance on teachers, parents and the IEP team. The diversity among students to 
understand their disability, its educational implications, identification of accommodations and 
modifications is immense. In high school, the educational system offers procedural safeguards, and 
while colleges also must adhere to certain procedural safeguards such as confidentiality and privacy, 
there are limitations to what they are required to offer. In college, self-advocacy is critical to success; 
parents play a minimal, at best, role with administration or staff as their son or daughter is now of 
legal age and considered an adult who must exercise independence and leadership initiating services. 
College students with disabilities must self advocate, identify and understand their disability and its 
educational implications and necessary accommodations. In college, it is also necessary to know the 
procedural safeguards of Section 504 and ADA. 
 

 
Section 504 applies to all recipients of this funding, including colleges, universities and post 
secondary vocational education and adult education programs. Title II of the Americans With 
Disabilities Act of 1990 prohibits state and local governments from discriminating on the basis of 
disability and enforces Title II in public colleges, universities and graduate and professional schools. 

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 – 
In 1973 Congress passed Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, a law that 
prohibits discrimination on the basis of physical or mental disability. It states: 

No otherwise qualified individual with a disability in the United States … shall, 
solely by reason of her or his disability, be excluded from the participation in, be 
denied the benefits of, or be subjected to discrimination under any program or 
activity receiving federal financial assistance… 
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IDEA vs. §504 

ISSUE IDEA §504/ADA 
Type of 
Statute 

Federal mandate provides funding to states 
to ensure provision of Free Appropriate 
Public Education (FAPE) for children with 
disabilities 

Civil Rights statute protecting persons 
with disabilities from discrimination 
(unfunded mandate) 

Main 
Provision 

Establishes procedural safeguards and the 
right to free appropriate public education in 
the Least Restrictive Environment 

Because of disability, a qualified person 
can’t be: 

• excluded from participation in, 
• denied the benefits of, or 
• be subjected to discrimination by 

any service, program or activity of a 
postsecondary institution 

Who is 
Protected 

Children falling into 13 categories listed in 
IDEA and requiring special educational 
services to benefit from an education 

Any person with a physical or mental 
impairment which substantially limits a 
major life activity e.g., walking, seeing, 
hearing, breathing, learning, etc.; OR has 
a record of such an impairment; OR is 
perceived as having such an impairment 

Extent of 
Obligation 

Free Appropriate Public Education ensuring 
a meaningful benefit from an education 

Equivalent access to educational and 
extracurricular programs 

Delivery 
Method 

Individualized Education Plan (IEP) No formal plan, worked out on case-by-
case basis with the institution’s Disability 
Student Services office 

Enforcement Mediation, Complaint or Due Process Internal grievance procedures OR 
complaint filed with Office for Civil 
Rights (OCR) 

Funding Federal funds to states to support special 
education programs 

No funding attached; cost are incurred by 
the institution 

Available 
Services 

Supplemental Aids and Services; 
• Occupational Therapy 
• Speech & Language 
• Counseling 
• Tutoring / Resource Room 
• Paraeducators 
• Testing modifications 
• Adaptive equipment 

Reasonable academic accommodations 
and adjustments: 

• Interpreters 
• Notetakers 
• Test accommodations or 

adaptations 
• Priority registration 
 

Student’s 
Responsibility 

Do one’s best Disclose disability; provide 
documentation; facilitate reasonable 
accommodations; use accommodations 
appropriately; speak up if trouble arises, 
no statutory mechanism requiring parental 
involvement 
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Differences between two-year and four-year post secondary institutions  

Two-year Institutions Four-year Institutions 
• Open enrollment • Admission requirements 
• Provide developmental courses and 

curriculum 
• No developmental courses unless part of a 

federal grant program 
• Provide academic support services through 

labs and peer study groups 
• Varied support structures 

DISABILITY SUPPORT OFFICES 
 
Every college and/or university is required by law to provide services and accommodations to students 
with disabilities. Each college may call their services or office by different names. For example, you 
may see, hear or read about disability support services, student services, academic learning center or 
special needs office. The names may be different, but the services are generally the same.  
 
The decision to disclose your disability is a very personal matter and varies from individual to 
individual. Some students believe they can successfully compensate for their disabilities; and although 
admirable, it can also backfire if you fail an exam. As a general rule, it is better to disclose to 
professors and to do so early in the semester, rather than to risk saying nothing about the disability. 
Your relationship with the Disability Support Services staff at the college/university is key to working 
with your professors and identifying appropriate accommodations. 
 
Be aware of your strengths and challenges; know what kinds of assistance have been helpful in the 
past, your academic strengths, courses you liked and didn’t like, accomplishments, interests and 
hobbies. To receive the maximum services and assistance, you need to acquaint yourself with the staff 
and share your needs and expectations. While visiting any college campus, an appointment with the 
disability support services office will be beneficial. You will want to interview the college to 
determine the following: 
 
• What are the program goals and objectives? 
• How many students with disabilities on campus? 
• What services are provided? Is there a charge for services? How do I receive such services? 
• What records or documentation of a disability are necessary and how recent must they be to be 

accepted by your office? 

Post Secondary Institutions are NOT required to: 
• Reduce or waive any of the essential requirements of the course or a program 
• Conduct testing and assessment of a learning, psychological or medical disabilities 
• Provide personal attendees 
• Provide personal or private tutors 
• Prepare IEP’s or Section 504 plans 
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• What training has your staff received? 
• Is tutoring and/or counseling provided on a one-to-one basis or in a group? How frequently is this 

available? 
• Will the college provide the specific accommodations that I need? What modifications have 

faculty been willing to make for students with disabilities on this campus? 
• Are support groups available? 
 
Auxiliary Aids 
It is the college and university responsibility to provide auxiliary aids and services in a timely manner 
to ensure effective participation by students with disabilities. A student with a disability who is in 
need of auxiliary aids is obligated to provide notice of the nature of the disability and assist in 
identifying appropriate and effectives auxiliary aids. Colleges and universities may ask the student to 
provide supporting diagnostic test results and professional recommendations for auxiliary aids. Some 
of the most common auxiliary aids include taped texts, notetakers, interpreters, Braille calculators, and 
assistive listening systems. The cost of auxiliary aides is the responsibility of the institution. Personal 
aids and services, including help in bathing, dressing, or other personal care, are not required to be 
provided by postsecondary institutions. 
 
 No services can be granted to a student who does not identify him/herself to the 

Disability Support Services office on campus or who does not provide adequate proof 
of a disability. 

 
 

 
In conclusion, for high school students with disabilities to prepare for college, it is critical for them to 
understand the differences in the laws governing the secondary and post secondary. College and 
universities are mandated to provide equal access to programs and facilities, not ensure student 
success. Students must take responsibility of initiating request for accommodations and disclose the 
disability – not the parent or high school personnel. Teaching students to be a self-advocate is the 
greatest gift towards a successful future. 
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APPENDIX A 

 
NORTH DAKOTA COLLEGE & UNIVERSITY 

DISABILITY SUPPORT SERVICES 

Bismarck State College 
Lisa Schlafman 
Disability Services & Counseling 
1500 Edwards Avenue 
Bismarck, ND 58501-1276 
224-5554; 224-5550 (fax) 
lschlafm@gwmail.nodak.edu 

 
Dickinson State University 
 Lisa Cantlon, Susan Hupp 
 Student Support Services 
 291 Campus Drive 
 Dickinson, ND 58601-4896 
 483-2029; 483-2006 (fax) 
 l_cantlon@dsu.nodak.edu 
 susan_hupp@dsu.nodak.edu 
 
Fort Berthold Community College 
 Delores Wilkinson 
 Box 490 
 New Town, ND 58763-0490 
 627-3665 EXT. 238; 627-3609 (FAX) 
 
Jamestown College 
 Myra Watts 
 Learning & Academic Advising Center 
 6055 College Lane 
 Jamestown, ND 58405 
 252-3467, ext. 2598; 253-4318 (fax) 
 mwatts@jc.edu 
 
Little Hoop Community College 
 Evelyn Green 
 Learning Center 
 PO Box 269 
 Ft. Totten, ND 58335-0269 
 766-4415; 766-4077 (FAX) 

Mayville State University 
 Joyce White 
 330 3rd Street NE 
 Mayville, ND 58257-1299 
 786-4674; 786-4731 (fax) 
 white@mail.masu.nodak.edu 

 
Minot State University 
 Dawn Rorvig, Ruth Kihm 
 Disability Services 
 Student Development Center 
 500 University Avenue West 
 Minot, ND 58707-0002 
 858-3371; 858-3232 (fax) 
 rorvig@misu.nodak.edu 

rukihm@minotstateu.edu 
 
MSU-Bottineau 
 Jan Nahinurk 
 Learning Center 
 MSU Bottineau 
 105 Simrall Boulevard 
 Bottineau, ND 58318 
 228-5479; 228-5468 (fax) 

nahinurk@misu.nodak.edu 
 
ND State College of Science 
 Bunnie Johnson, Joy Eichhorn 
 Academic Services Center 
 800 North 6th Street 
 Wahpeton, ND 58076-0002 
 671-2335; 671-2623, 671-2674 (fax) 

Bunnie_Johnson@ndscs.nodak.edu 
Joy_Eichhorn@ndscs.nodak.edu 
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North Dakota State University 
     Cathy Anderson, Beth Fiechtner, Liz Gibb 
 Counseling & Disability Services 
 212 Ceres Hall 
 Fargo, ND 58105 
 231-7671; 231-6318 (fax) 
 catherine_Anderson@ndsu.nodak.edu  

beth_fiechtne@ndsu.nodak.edu  
liz_gibb@ndsu.nodak.edu 

 
Sitting Bull College 

Mary Wray 
 1341 92nd Street 
 Fort Yates, ND 58538 -9721 
 854-3861; 854-3403 (fax) 
 maryw@sbci.edu 
 
Turtle Mountain Community College 
 Steve Decoteau 
 Student Support Services 
 Box 340 
 Belcourt, ND 58316-0340 
 477-5605; 477-5028 (fax) 
 
United Tribes Technical College 
 Carol Johnson 
 LD Services/Student Support Services 
 3315 University Drive 
 Bismarck, ND 58504 
 255-3285, ext. 342; 530-0605 (fax) 
 caajohns@hotmail.com 

 
University of Mary 
 Steve Schanandore, Mariko Brown 

Student Support Services & Learning Center 
 7500 University Drive 
 Bismarck, ND 58504-9652 
 255-7500, ext. 373/491; 255-7687 (fax) 
 schandor@umary.edu 
 mahbrown@umary.edu 

 
University of North Dakota 
 Deb Glennen, Judy Sannes,  
 Cheryl Brooks, Elizabeth Fletcher–Lamb, Kathy 

Peterson, Gerry Nies 
 Disability Support Services 
 McCannel Hall PO Box 9040 
 Grand Forks, ND 58202-9040 
 777-3425 (V/TTY); 777-6121 (fax) 
 deb_glennen@mail.und.nodak.edu 
 judy_sannes@mail.und.nodak.edu 
 cheryl_brooks@mail.und.nodak.edu 
 elizabeth_fletcher_lamb@mail.und.nodak.edu 
 kathy_peterson@mail.und.nodak.edu 
 Gerry_Nies@mail.und.nodak.edu 
 
Lake Region State College 
 Theresa Leiphon, Randy Fixen 
 Academic Skills Center 
 1801 College Drive North 
 Devils Lake, ND 58301-1598 
 662-1529; 662-1570 (fax) 
 Theresa_Leiphon@lrsc.nodak.edu 
 Randy_fixen@lrsc.nodak.edu 
 
Williston State College 

Diane Anderson, Betty Anderson, Jan Hunter 
 Disability Support Services 
 PO Box 1326 
 Williston, ND 58802-1326 
 774-4238; 774-4275 (fax) 
 di_anderson@.wsc.nodak.edu 
 betty_anderson@wsc.nodak.edu 
 jan_hunter@wsc.nodak.edu 
 
Valley City State University 
 Jan Drake 
 Student Academic Services 
 101 College Street SW 
 Valley City, ND 58072-4098 
 845-7302; 845-7299 (fax) 
 jan_drake@mail.vcsu.nodak.edu  

 
 

 


